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    Passionate, intense, and formidable, the Jackson brothers return in the deeply erotic final instalment of the Untwisted series. Nicholas and Rebecca are together and stronger than ever as they prepare for their upcoming wedding, but a series of misunderstandings threatens to ruin their big day. Meanwhile, Nathan and Stella are drawn into complications as Stella hides a secret from the man she loves, one that could tear them apart forever.


    Can Nicholas and Nathan ever truly escape their dark pasts and find the happiness they thought would always be out of reach?

  


  
    The true value of a human being can be found in the degree to which he has attained liberation from the self.


    


    Albert Einstein

  


  
    Important note to reader


    


    This concluding instalment of the Untwisted series is written from the perspectives of all four main characters: Nicholas, Rebecca, Nathan, and Stella. To ensure the story reads smoothly for you, please make sure to read the chapter headings so you know whose perspective each section is written from.


    Enjoy!


    Alice x

  


  
    Karen W – seeing as you helped name this book, it seems only right to dedicate it to you and your amazing friendship x x x

  


  
    Prologue – Nicholas


    First week of September


    ‘To have and to hold, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish; from this day forward until death do us part.’


    I read the paper again then narrowed my eyes as Rebecca pulled out a pencil and pad and tentatively pushed it across the coffee table towards me with an eager smile.


    ‘Don’t look like that, Nicholas!’ she chastised me, with a giggle, but I immediately pushed the paper back towards her and shook my head.


    ‘The vows are fine as they are, Rebecca, we don’t need to write our own version,’ I said firmly with a shake of my head.


    Rebecca’s soft, full lips pursed into a deliciously sexy pout that was usually enough to persuade me to change my mind about almost anything – a fact that she knew all too well and took advantage of frequently – but it wouldn’t work on me today. Seeing my reluctance, the playful grin on Becky’s face suddenly disappeared, and she started to fiddle nervously with a strand of her long blonde hair before tucking it behind her ear. ‘Shit … is this all too much? Don’t you want to be involved in the preparations?’ she asked in a small voice, making me feel like a complete bastard as my chest compressed with guilt.


    Knowing I needed to work fast to reassure my girl, I quickly stood up and stepped towards her with a smile. ‘I do want to be involved, Rebecca, of course I do.’ I moved closer and cupped her cheek looking down into her stunning green eyes. God, I loved those eyes. ‘It’s the day where I get to finally keep you for myself for the rest of my life, and tell the entire world about it at the same time. But all this girly stuff …’ Scooping up a swatch of material samples for possible chair covers I wafted them in the air, failing to keep the grimace from my face, ‘… is just a bit much.’ I knew those words probably made me sound like an inconsiderate bastard, and perhaps I was one, but I’d been so emotionally detached throughout my life that this was all a bit overwhelming.


    I wanted to marry Rebecca more than I wanted to take my next breath, but to be honest I’d be perfectly happy if it were just her, me, and a registrar at the service. I didn’t need the other embellishments that went with it. Lifting a hand to scratch at the back of my neck I licked my lips. ‘Can we compromise? Share out the jobs?’ I suggested hopefully as an idea sprung to my mind.


    The concerned expression that rested on Rebecca’s face a minute ago was replaced by an assessing look as she narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips, and nodded, ‘I’m not going to be some Bridezilla, Nicholas.’ Lifting a hand she placed it reassuringly on my chest and I felt the same thrilling spark I always did from her touch, ‘I want you to enjoy this day as much as I do. What do you suggest?’


    Seeing my opportunity I spoke quickly before she could change her mind. ‘You do the flowers, room decorations, vows, outfits, meals, cake, that sort of thing, and I’ll sort out the venue, music, entertainment, and cars.’ As I said it I realised just how unequal my allocation was and saw Rebecca’s eyebrows rise high in her forehead, so I quickly added, ‘We’ll help each other, of course, and I’ll obviously get your consent before I book a venue or make any final decisions.’ Although where the venue was concerned I did have a little secret up my sleeve that I’d need to share with her fairly soon.


    Raising my hands, I cupped Becky’s face with my palms, enjoying the warmth that flowed into me and soaking up her small sigh of pleasure. She was so small and fragile compared to me, but as I remembered just how strong she’d been since we’d been back together I felt my chest puff with pride. ‘I’m not the most emotionally open of men, Becky, I know that … but I’d feel comfortable sorting those things out and that way I’d still be involved.’


    After chewing on the inside of her lip for a few seconds Rebecca finally nodded and swivelled her head so she could place a kiss on my palm. ‘OK. But part of the deal is that you at least think about the vows while I’m out,’ she said, reaching up to drop a swift kiss on my jaw. I tried to turn to capture her lips with mine but she stepped back with a cheeky smile. ‘For me?’ she asked, with a flutter of her eyelashes. ‘Maybe you could ask your best man to help you? If you’ve chosen one yet,’ she added, blowing me a kiss, licking her lips, then breezing from the lounge while deliberately swaying her delectable arse and humming happily to herself.


    Shaking my head I smiled ruefully. That goddamn little minx was using every one of her seduction skills today, wasn’t she? Watching her departure I flopped back down onto the sofa with a moan and adjusted my excitable groin within the suddenly tight confines of my trousers.


    My head fell back onto the sofa cushions and I stared at the ceiling as I contemplated our conversation again. Rubbing a hand over my face I rolled my eyes. Bloody wedding. We’d left it all a bit last minute; there were less than seven months left until our proposed wedding date and we’d only started properly planning it two days ago. In just forty-eight hours I’d already had it up to my eyes with flowers, colour schemes, and guest lists. This girly shite just wasn’t for me, I just wanted Rebecca. Officially. None of the other details mattered to me. A ring on her finger and piece of paper to tell the world that she was mine was literally all I cared about. Unfortunately for me, Rebecca had a few more specifics in mind for our big day. Grimacing, I looked at the notepad on the table again and let out a long, slow breath between my teeth. Now she wanted us to write our own vows as well? It wasn’t happening, not in this lifetime. My suggestion of splitting the jobs had seemed to go down rather well, though, so perhaps that would make it all a bit easier.


    There was one thing I didn’t need to worry about – I had already decided on my best man. There really was no other choice for me; it had to be Nathan. I just hadn’t asked him yet. To be honest I wasn’t sure how thrilled he’d be, he’d never exactly been the most emotionally open of men either.


    A grin split my lips as I imagined asking Nathan to help me write my wedding vows. I knew he was making a good go of things with his girlfriend, Stella, but I also knew that they still chose to live a percentage of their life as Dom and sub. I actually laughed out loud as I thought about what Nathan’s version of wedding vows might be: ‘To submit and service, for paddling or for flogging, for fucking and for spanking, in sickness and in health; from this day forward, until sexual exhaustion do us part.’ Maybe I should write

those

    vows and see what Becky made of them.

  


  
    One – Nathan


    Two weeks later


    


    Sitting back on one of my comfy dining room chairs I smiled to myself at how completely bizarre my life now was. Bizarre in that it was so fucking startlingly normal, and believe me, ‘normal’ was not a word I would ever have used to describe myself before I met Stella Marsden. Pig-headed, arrogant, sexually driven, and narcissistic perhaps, but normal? No way, and yet here I was sat having a nice ‘normal’ family gathering with Stella, my brother Nicholas, and his fiancée Rebecca. To top it all off, I was actually enjoying myself.


    Who would have thought that a little blonde-haired beauty could walk in and wreak such havoc in my ordered life? I'd never felt this way about any woman I’d been with before, and believe me when I say I’d been with plenty in my time. For whatever inexplicable reasons, Stella was different. I wanted to protect her, spend time with her, and keep her by my side one minute, then pounce on her and fuck her senseless the next. For someone who had kept themselves as emotionally distant in life as I had – and wasn't that just the fucking understatement of the year – I now felt like a whirlwind of emotions was blowing through my life on a daily basis.


    Christ, and the sex was just incredible. Shaking my head I blinked several times as a secret smile slipped to my lips; any time, any place, anywhere, Stella was up for it, and just as insatiably as me – if not more so – which with my raging libido was a goddamn heaven-sent miracle. With her stubborn streak there was no doubt that she kept me on my toes too, that was for sure. And as for me being in control? I might still act like the dominant male I once was, but with all the compromises we’d made recently my feelings and emotions were so churned up that I barely knew which way was up any more. All I knew for sure was that I was happy. Genuinely happy, possibly for the first time in my fucked-up life, and all because of this one woman. Apparently wonders would never cease.


    Compromise. It had never been a word that featured much in my vocabulary, I didn’t make concessions, I simply stated what I wanted and damn well got it. Well, at least that had been the case until Stella landed in my life over a year and a half ago and wreaked her own delicious version of chaos. My lips quirked as I remembered that night in the hot, sweaty, sex-saturated confines of Club Twist, the night I had met Stella Marsden for the first time. She had instantly blown me away with her natural beauty, shy, tentative replies, and endearing blushes. I’d immediately sensed that something about her was different from other women I’d been with, but unbeknownst to me that first meeting had signalled the start of a whole new chapter in my life; a life now full of compromises, but oddly satisfying ones.


    I ran the word around my mind again with a smirk: compromise. The compromises I’d made were fairly simple – our lives when we were together were shared as equals; we would shop, cook, socialise, and relax together, but she would still assume her ready position at any given time if I gave her the signal. Stella didn’t call me ‘Sir’ on a daily basis, but she still occasionally used the title when we were having sex. Regardless of titles, I still controlled all of our bedroom time. The collar I had given her, which showed she was mine, was a necklace instead of a formal collar, but as per my wishes it never left her neck. In simple terms – my needs were met and so were hers. Perhaps they should put that in dictionary under the word ‘compromise’. 


    I suppose domination and submission meant different things to different people, and the happy balance we’d come to amazingly suited both of us down to the ground. After years of living my life as a strict ‘no-emotions-involved’ Dominant I had been terrified that I was going to fuck things up with Stella and push her too far, but she’d turned out to be a natural. Just as there was a part of me that needed to dominate and control, Stella obviously had a submissive tendency which moulded with mine to perfection. Much to my own surprise, here I was after a year and a half with the same woman and I’d never felt more content, satisfied, or happy in my life.


    If you had told me a few years ago that having sex with only one person and no one else could be satisfying, I’d have laughed in your face and probably called you several insulting names, but it really was true, I hadn’t been even slightly tempted to stray. To be honest, I’d almost go as far as to say that sex with Stella seemed to be getting better as time passed and we learnt each other’s nuances in depth.


    All in all my life was pretty fucking awesome at the moment. Stella really was amazing to put up with me and my shitty baggage, and I made a mental note to tell her later, when my brother had gone. Smiling, I let my gaze drift across to the sofas, where Stella and Rebecca were pouring over bridal magazines and deep in discussion about the size of the bouquet Rebecca should have at the wedding.


    ‘A year ago you would have ribbed me no end for having that look on my face.’ Nicholas’ voice broke me from my thoughts and I turned to look across the table at my brother. Schooling my features into a bland expression I mentally kicked myself for getting caught fawning over Stella, then frowned and pretended not to know what he was talking about. ‘What look?’ I asked cautiously, ninety-nine per cent sure that I'd been caught red handed in my wistful gazing at Stella.


    Nicholas dipped his head to suppress his smirk, causing a chunk of his dark hair to fall over his forehead and almost cover his eyes, ‘The lovesick puppy dog look,’ he said with a grin, confirming my suspicion. ‘Admit it, bro, you've got it as bad a as I have.’


    Initially frowning at his use of the ‘L’ word – one I was pointedly avoiding thinking about – I then sighed and rubbed at my chin while glancing across at Stella one last time. As if she knew I was looking at her, Stella’s gaze suddenly shifted and locked with mine as she flashed me a soft smile. My chest did that strange compression thing that it often did when she looked at me. It was an almost suffocatingly warm sensation that flooded my lungs, but was somehow pleasant too, and certainly a feeling I had never experienced before Stella.


    As she gave me a tiny wink and returned to her conversation with Rebecca I shook my head slightly and looked back at my brother’s expectant face. ‘Perhaps,’ I conceded gruffly. I might be making some small inroads on my ability to express my emotions to Stella, but discussing this with Nicholas was a whole different issue.


    ‘Avoid it all you like, Nathan, but it's clear in your face. I think you'll be following me up the aisle before you know it,’ Nicholas joked softly, but his words brought me up short. The pleasant warmth in my chest instantly evaporated as my blood suddenly felt like chilled ice in my veins, and my heart accelerated almost painfully. Flicking my gaze from my brother back to Stella my jaw clenched until my teeth squeaked. No. He had that wrong. There was no way I was marrying Stella, or anyone for that matter.


    Chewing on the inside of my lip I acknowledged the background rumble of my thoughts. The reason I would never marry Stella was simple – I could never be fully sure that I wasn't going to end up a bully like my father. I'd worshipped him as a kid, believed his beatings were for my benefit, and with every grain of my being I'd wanted to be just like him. It might be over a year since I’d last seen him – thankfully there’d been no sign of him since that awful day where he’d turned up at Nicholas’s house – but seeing him so bitter and twisted was when I'd finally realised what a complete fuck-up he was. Since that day I'd been terrified that my boyhood wish would come true – that I would eventually become just like him. There was no way I'd risk trapping Stella with someone like that. Never. It was definitely better that I stay unmarried and besides, why did you need a piece of paper to be happy with someone? Stella and I were doing just fine without one.


    Shifting uncomfortably in my seat I pointedly avoided my brother’s gaze. I’d never told Nicholas about my lack of faith in myself or my objection to marriage, but both were hugely sensitive topics for me. If he wanted to marry Rebecca that was fine for him, but not for me. Completely unaware of my inner turmoil, Nicholas glanced over his shoulder at where the girls were cooing over some floral samples, then looked back at me.


    ‘Stella looks hooked. I reckon she'll secretly be making a list of her own choices.’


    Breathing suddenly became quite difficult, and I felt a sudden, powerful urge to be sick. Fuck, how could I have been so stupid? I hadn't even considered it … what if Stella wanted to get married? Christ, I was almost hyperventilating. I couldn't do it, I just couldn't. Would she leave me if I told her I never wanted to take it to that level? Panic made me increasingly fidgety in my seat and I found myself gripping the edge of the table with sweaty palms as I struggled to regain my usual composure. Trying one of my tested calm down routines I counted down from five to zero in my head. Once I was finished I swallowed, firmly pushed the thoughts of marriage from my mind to consider at a later date, and poured another glass of wine for myself and my brother. I'd found in the past that situations like this could be easily dealt with by using a firm dose of avoidance mixed with a good shot of alcohol, so there was no reason it shouldn’t work just as well tonight.


    At least an hour and nearly two bottles of very decent wine later, Nicholas and I were now sat on the balcony while the girls continued to look through bridal magazines inside. It was a beautiful September evening, so we had decided to make the most the seasonable weather and soak up the last warming rays of the day’s sunshine. This was my favourite place in my apartment. London looked stunning and from up here, the view over Docklands and the glittering water of the Thames really couldn't get any better. An added bonus was that it was high enough to be quiet, because we were nicely separated from the chaos and noise of the city below.


    ‘So I have a theory about you and Stella.’ We’d been sat in companionable silence for quite a while so Nicholas’ slurred statement took a few seconds to sink in. Perhaps my little brother had had enough wine for one day, and was about to make uncharacteristic speculations about my relationship with Stella.


    Intrigued enough to indulge him I raised an eyebrow and sunk lower in my seat so I could stretch my long legs onto the footrest in front of me. ‘Really? Do tell,’ I asked in a sarcastic tone that my drunken sibling totally missed.


    ‘Well, it started when I was trying to work out why Rebecca was sticking with me and not leaving, but I think the same theory could be true for you and Stella.’ Taking a sip of wine he sat up straighter on the lounger. ‘You still like to be dominant, don't you?’


    Christ, was that really his start? It didn’t exactly take a genius to work that out, so I rolled my eyes and sighed. ‘Well done for noticing, Nicholas.’ I replied dryly.


    ‘Hear me out, brother,’ he said, turning on his seat so he could stare at me with slightly unfocused eyes. ‘What I meant was just like me, you like to dominate, but you've never kept a relationship going until you met Stella.’ Once again he was stating the obvious facts, but deciding it was easier to stay quiet I simply looked at him so he could continue. ‘So it got me thinking, why Rebecca? Why is she the one for me? And why Stella for you? And I've worked it out!’ he stated proudly with a flap of his arms that resulted in him sloshing wine over the balcony. Suppressing my smirk at my brother’s complete loss of his usual composure I gestured with a waft of my hand for him to continue.


    ‘The women we've been with before were all experienced submissives, they wanted to submit to us and we wanted to dominate them, but really, where's the challenge in that? If they want to submit, it wasn’t us that was making them, was it? But with Rebecca and Stella, they're independent career women, they’re strong-willed, they know their own minds, and by the looks of it they are both just as stubborn as each other,’ he said with a dry laugh. ‘I think we've become so attached to them because of their independence, the challenge of dominating them excites us.’ Blinking at my brother I couldn’t help but nod my head. Just the thought of Stella willingly submitting to me had my cock twitching and a flush rising to my cheeks.


    Nicholas gave a jerky shrug. ‘It's certainly the case for me anyway, not that we do as much of that any more. We’re pretty vanilla nowadays, but Rebecca keeps me in line and interested better than anyone else has ever managed. I'd place money on the fact that it's the same for you and Stella.’


    Topping up his wine, which clearly wasn't necessary as he'd had way too much already, Nicholas seemed intent on continuing his speculation. ‘And the best bit is, I think it’s the same for them; they’re so used to being in charge during their everyday lives that being with us and giving up control for a while excites them. I think letting you overpower her is probably a huge turn-on for Stella.’ Cutting him off with a sharp look I swiftly sat up and frowned at my brother’s boundary pushing conversation.


    ‘Enough talk about what turns Stella on,’ I growled. ‘That's not something you need to worry about, I have it in hand.’ But as I dismissed his conversation I realised that even in his drunken state, my little brother had probably managed to hit the nail exactly on the head.


    Rebecca


    Stella’s enthusiasm for my pile of bridal magazines made me grin. Since I’d started buying them a few months ago they’d been driving Nicholas mad, but Stella was just as keen to trawl through them as me, which was turning out to be fantastic fun.


    ‘More fizz?’ I asked, indicating to her almost empty glass as I topped mine up with the Cava we were drinking.


    Lifting her glass in my direction she beamed at me. ‘Yes please!’ Her cheeks were a little pink, and I decided to ask my important question now before I got tipsy and forgot. ‘Actually I have something we might be able to toast to,’ I said speculatively. Putting the empty bottle down I turned to Stella with an expectant smile. ‘I was really hoping you’d agree to be one of my bridesmaids?’


    Stella’s eyes flew wide open as she spluttered on her champagne and nodded furiously. ‘Wow! Gosh, yes!’ Putting her glass down she grinned at me. ‘I’d be honoured, Rebecca! Thank you so much for asking me!’ I couldn’t help sharing Stella’s excitement – we might only have known each other for the last year, but we’d grown incredibly close in that time and I now considered her to be one of my closest and most trusted friends.


    ‘How funny, me a bridesmaid and Nathan a best man!’ she said with a giggle. Nicholas had asked his brother a week ago. Nathan had apparently been slightly hesitant, but after an impassioned speech from Nicholas, finally agreed. ‘At least we’ll be colour co-ordinated!’


    As I chinked my glass with Stella’s and we grinned at each other, I had a sudden recollection about the night when I’d first met her, back in the earlier days of my relationship with Nicholas, which seemed like forever ago but was actually just over a year ago now. We’d probably been dating for about five months at that point, and his brother had invited us over for dinner. Having only met Nathan once before I’d been ridiculously nervous that night. All I’d had to go on was what Nicholas had told me – that his brother was an emotionally detached man who lived his life during the day purely for business and his nights as a sexual Dominant. Not exactly what I’d consider to be an ideal dinner companion. After Nicholas explained to me that Nathan had saved his life when he’d tried to commit suicide after his father’s beatings, his obvious affection for his brother seemed rather justified, and so I’d grudgingly decided to try and accept him too.


    Right from the start of our relationship Nicholas had liked to take the lead in the bedroom, but even in the beginning we didn’t have a contract or safe words, so the idea that Nathan was a Dominant had freaked me out. After being introduced to Stella that night I’d quickly realised that she was Nathan’s submissive, and I’ll admit that I’d been pretty horrified by that fact. A smile slipped to my face now and I felt my cheeks flush as I remembered my rude behaviour that night. I’d been gunning for Nathan from the start of the evening, throwing foul looks his way and assuming that he was somehow forcing Stella into their relationship. My face crinkled into a rueful smile – I probably hadn’t been the most well-mannered dinner guest that night.


    Looking across at Stella’s relaxed face as she looked through a brochure of wedding venues I smiled. Now that I knew Stella properly and we’d chatted about the set-up of her relationship with Nathan I understood more fully. I wasn’t sure I could ever live the way she did with Nathan, but it was completely consensual so I would never judge her for her choices. To my surprise, Stella had told me that the start of their agreement had been rather impersonal, a contractual agreement for a no-strings relationship where he would dominate her in the bedroom and she would happily submit to him. The thing that had shocked me the most was when Stella had told me that she had been the one to seek it out. I still struggled to get my head around that, but knowing how independent and headstrong she was I could sort of imagine her doing something so brave – or perhaps reckless should be the word.


    From what I’d gathered in our chats over the last few months, Stella and Nathan’s relationship had changed significantly about a year ago after he’d asked my advice about ‘mainstreaming’. Stella said they now had a relatively normal relationship and that although Nathan was still in charge in the bedroom, rules and safe words rarely came into their time together anymore.


    Glancing across at Nicholas and Nathan as they sat on the balcony highlighted by the late evening sun I smiled; as brothers went they were a pretty stunning pair. My eye narrowed slightly as I looked at Nathan, his sharp gaze focused on Nicholas, his head tipped to the side as he listened intently to what his brother was saying. Having gotten to know about their past I knew that both of them still carried deep scars from their abusive father. I still found myself a little cautious around Nathan – there was just something intrinsically intimidating about him, but it was clear to see how he relaxed when Stella was around, and the little flashes of a softer side that I saw in his eyes when he looked at her were incredibly endearing.


    My gaze shifted across to my man and I felt my heart give a little kick. Rather uncharacteristically, Nicholas actually looked a little tipsy tonight. His cheeks were redder than usual, his hair flopping wildly over his brow, and the sleeves of his shirt rolled up clumsily. I couldn’t help but smile fondly at seeing him so relaxed. As dishevelled as he looked through the reflective window glimmer he was still so frigging attractive, and even sitting here, as far away as I was, I felt my body responding to his – a sensation I would never tire of. It was like we were linked on some carnal, chemical level.


    Blinking the thoughts away, I shrugged slightly to refocus my mind and turned my attention back to my friend. Whatever the setup of the partnership between Nathan and Stella I was immensely glad to have her as a friend, and I was thrilled she’d just agreed to be my bridesmaid. Raising her champagne flute Stella caught my eye and beamed at me.


    ‘Here’s to some fun preparations and a fantastic wedding!’ A toast I wholeheartedly agreed with.

  


  
    Two – Nathan


    A marginal heaviness at my temples indicated that I'd probably had a little too much wine this evening, but as well as drinking too much my mind had been more active than I’d have liked – no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't forget Nicholas' words about Stella perhaps wanting to get married one day, and even now, almost an hour after my brother had left, I kept playing his words through my mind over and over again.


    Frowning, I leant forward and rested my hands on my knees as I stared at the unlit fireplace deep in thought. One thing kept going round and round inside my head; what if Stella's continued reluctance to move in with me had something to do with the fact that she somehow knew about my aversion to marriage? I’d asked her to live with me multiple times now, but she’d flat out rejected me every time. What if deep down she knew she wanted to get married someday, and was just waiting for the right time to tell me that we would be incompatible in the long run?


    Christ, my heart was suddenly thudding. The thought that she might up and leave me was almost enough to tempt me to consider the idea of tying the knot. No matter how much I was adverse to the idea of marriage, I really wasn't sure I could function without Stella in my life any more. Images of my father suddenly flashed in my head; dark and foreboding, and I scowled at the sickeningly unwelcome thoughts. What was that old saying? “Like father like son?” Biting down hard on my lip I shook my head vigorously. No. I wouldn't ever tie Stella to me if there was even a remote chance that I'd one day end up like my old man.


    Letting out a heavy sigh I sat back on the sofa. Perhaps I should discuss the subject of marriage with her? The mere thought of that conversation made my eyes narrow and my stomach twist with apprehension. A huge sigh left my chest, leaving me depressingly deflated. Maybe I could convince her that living together would be enough … A scowl twisted my brow as an immediate problem sprang to mind – she wouldn't bloody well agree to live with me, would she? Which totally scuppered that plan. Running a hand through my hair in agitation I decided to avoid the hugely volatile subject of marriage and instead try one more time to find out why Stella was so reluctant to move in with me – perhaps the answers would shed light on some of my concerns.


    With this in mind I had decided to go in search of Stella when the lights in the lounge suddenly went off, plunging me into complete darkness. What the fuck? Wondering if it was a power cut the sidelights suddenly popped to life, illuminating the room with a soft, mellow glow similar to candlelight. Blinking in the dim light I frowned and looked towards the light switches. The sight that met me caused every nerve ending in my body to erupt at once.


    Holy fuck. Stella was standing by the entrance to the lounge, one hand on the switches and the other hand on her bare hip. She was wearing black lace, barely-there knickers, a black bodice I'd never seen before, and not much else except for a saucy smile on her lips. She looked utterly gorgeous and I instantly hardened at the sight. Well, well. My dull mood had rapidly evaporated, thoughts of talking departed my mind, and the remainder of the evening suddenly looked distinctly rosy.


    Seeing as Stella made no move to come closer I grinned at her teasing little game, stood up, and began to prowl my way towards her. I knew Stella loved it when I stalked her like this and I watched in satisfaction as she licked her lower lip, excited desire clearly twinkling in her eyes. Pushing off the wall she gave me a seriously seductive ‘come hither’ look, turned away from me, and began sauntering her sexy arse in the direction of the bedroom. Christ. Her knickers were actually a thong, the thin material tucked up between her cheeks, leaving her beautiful bottom exposed to me. A growl escaped my throat as I sped up my steps and made a click of disapproval with my tongue that completely stopped Stella in her tracks – there was not a chance in hell I was letting her get as far as the bedroom. That seemed like fucking miles away, and after Stella's barely clothed arrival in the lounge I wanted her, right here, right now.


    ‘Not so fast, Stella,’ I barked, gripping her wrist and pulling her up against me. A gasp escaped her throat and her beautiful eyes widened at my sudden movements as a split second later I had her firmly pressed up against the wall and pinned by my body.


    The heat from her skin felt like it was burning through my clothing. Fuck, I needed to get naked right this second to try and cool the flames licking at my skin. ‘You are a little temptress, aren’t you?’ I growled before I crashed my lips onto hers in a frantic kiss, stealing the breath from her lungs as I smothered her with both my body and mouth. Finally I gave us both some breathing room and leant back slightly, panting against her neck, ‘Not that I'm complaining, but what brought this on?’ I sounded as breathless as I felt as I ran a finger across the lace of her very sexy corset. Damn, she’d strapped herself in so tight her nipples were practically spilling over the top.


    ‘Rebecca asked me to be her bridesmaid today, I guess all the talk of romance got me horny …’ she panted. ‘I want you, Nathan … now,’ I found myself ridiculously pleased that she said ‘romance’, and not ‘all the talk of marriage’. Grunting my approval, I bent my head to kiss her again, but Stella pushed against my chest and met my eyes. ‘Bedroom …’ she whispered, trying to lead me in that direction, but once again my impatience got the better of me, and instead of taking her to the bedroom I stooped down, hauled her over my shoulder, and carried her to the nearby sofa, responding to her shocked cries by giving her bottom a firm spank which echoed in the silent space.


    I was like a man possessed, and in record time I had her panties off and myself naked. Within seconds I was sweeping the TV remote and a magazine from the sofa as our bodies crashed down onto the cool leather in a jumble of arms and legs. Keen to give Stella a little payback for her teasing I leant to the side and swiftly pulled the belt from my discarded trousers, then with a grin I took hold of both of Stella’s hands in one of mine and used the belt to fasten them over her head. Tilting my head I eyed her response. ‘That OK, sweetheart?’ I murmured, a gesture I’d never have bothered with back in my old Dominant days.


    Smiling shyly Stella shifted slightly below me, then nodded and bit her lip, ‘I’m good.’ She lifted her head as she tried to reach my lips so I wasted no time talking and swiftly kissed her on the lips hard, driving my tongue into her hot mouth and groaning as she immediately ran the velvety softness of her tongue against mine. Breaking my lips from hers I dipped my head, running a trail of wet, open-mouthed kisses down her jaw and neck before using my teeth to pull her already hard nipples from the tempting prison of the corset. Stella let out a sharp gasp as I tugged harshly at her with my teeth, but by God I was so turned on there was no way I could be gentle now. Besides, when I briefly lifted my head and caught her gaze, desire was clear in Stella’s eyes and I couldn’t help but smile. My girl liked a little pain mixed with her pleasure. She really couldn’t be a better match for me.


    With her hands bound Stella couldn’t reach out for me like I knew she wanted to, but instead she writhed beneath me until she had her thighs apart, snaking one of her legs around my hips and drawing me sharply down against her so our groins collided, forcing the tip of my erection to push against her, a sensation that nearly made me delirious.


    As my hands roamed over her body, gradually making their way towards her groin, soft panting moans escaped from Stella’s lips, spiking my pleasure to almost feral levels. She was mine. I was making her feel this way. Running two fingers over the damp, quivering flesh at the apex of her thighs caused Stella to buck herself against my hand, coating my fingers with her arousal as I ground them against her nub. Oh God, she was so wet. Groaning, I kissed her again. She felt so damn good against me. Stella was so fucking sexy she almost drove me out of my mind. I could barely think straight now, let alone breathe, and as our joint pleasure escalated I couldn’t hold back a second longer.


    Shifting myself marginally to the side I reached down to position the head of my pulsing cock at Stella’s quivering entrance. ‘Yes,’ she whispered, almost sounding victorious in her desperation. As I felt her shift impatiently below me I locked my eyes with hers and then thrust myself down hard and deep, causing us both to shudder as pleasure flooded our systems and my head fell to the crook of her neck.


    ‘Fuck! So good!’ I don’t know who said it, but one of us cried out as our bodies joined. Perhaps we both did. I had no idea any more. Raising my head I gazed down into Stella’s wide eyes and after we both regained our composure I began to thrust in long, steady strokes, causing Stella to clamp around me like a vice. Christ. She was so tight. Every time with Stella felt like a brand new experience, she was so fucking incredible.


    Leaning her lips against my neck Stella pecked and licked below my ear as I continued to drive us both on with steady, regular thrusts. I was carefully holding myself in check so I didn’t lose it too soon, but that control was disappearing by the second. ‘Harder, Nathan … please …’ she murmured against my skin, causing my cock to stiffen even further. Her words took me right back to our first time together on this very sofa; that night she’d begged me to fuck her harder and deeper too. And just as I’d obliged her then I did now, increasing the speed and power of my thrusts until Stella let out a strangled cry and came in pulsing bursts, triggering my own powerful orgasm that swept through me until I collapsed on top of her completely drained.


    Several minutes later, when our breathing had returned to normal, I shifted my weight from Stella’s pliant body, undid the belt around her wrists, and pulled her against me so she was snuggled into my chest. I rubbed her wrists and allowed myself to relax below her as I tried to sink further into my contented state, but infuriatingly I found that my bloody mind was still partially focusing on my earlier concerns about marriage and living together.


    At the return of these depressing thoughts a long, deep breath left my lungs. I was always so in control of my life that having an issue I had no power over was leaving me floundering. It was so fucking annoying. Chewing on my lip a devious thought slipped into my mind – perhaps if I broached the subject while she was sated from our sex Stella might be more co-operative.


    Turning my head I placed a kiss on her forehead, which caused her to snuggle in closer to me.


    ‘We’re so good together, Stella, and I’m not just talking about the sex …’ I hesitated briefly before diving right in, ‘… why won’t you move in with me?’ I tried to soften the blow by stroking my hand through her hair in a soothing motion, but I still felt a warm sigh blow across my chest.


    Leaning up onto one elbow she looked me directly in the eyes, a small frown puckering her eyebrows, and I cringed. God, I really must sound like a frigging broken record, asking her the same damn question. That must be, what, twenty times I’d asked her in the last year? 


    ‘Fine, you really want to know why?’ she asked, her voice soft but determined nonetheless, a description that summed her up perfectly. I swallowed hard and an uncomfortable feeling rose in my chest. Now it looked like she was going to relent I suddenly had my doubts – did I really want to know why she’d been so hesitant for so long? What if the answer was as awful as I’d imagined? What if she was desperate for marriage and planned to leave me to find someone better? Forcing my paranoid guesses away I nodded my head apprehensively.


    Seeing my nod she didn’t waste another second, seemingly keen to get it off her chest. ‘The main thing is this apartment. I don’t want to live here,’ she said simply. Trying to process her words I blinked several times as relief rushed through me. She hadn’t mentioned marriage, thank God, but my apartment? That wasn’t what I’d expected her to say at all. Did she want me to move in with her? Was that what this was all about? ‘But your place is only small, we’d never fit all our stuff there,’ I replied, still somewhat perplexed by the turn this conversation had taken.


    Shaking her head a small smile tilted the corner of her lips. ‘That’s not what I mean, Nathan.’ She let out a long breath and seemed to be steeling herself to drop yet more bad news on me. ‘Look, I know how much you love your apartment, you designed it; you’re allowed to love it.’ Leaning down she placed a brief, chaste peck on my chin, ‘The thing is, I just don’t like it.’


    My eyebrows rose significantly at her words, and even though Stella was talking sense I couldn’t help but feel my hackles rise and body tense. This place had every convenience possible, what the fuck was there not to like?


    As if reading my mind Stella shook her head and smiled wryly, ‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s a beautiful apartment, Nathan. Perfect really.’ Lowering her eyes she seemed to be choosing her words carefully so I lay there and attempted to reign in my impatience. ‘The thing is, if I moved in here it would never feel like “our” apartment to me, it would always be yours.’ Denial was about to spring from my lips, but Stella halted me by placing a finger gently on them. ‘I know it’s stupid, but when I’m here I can’t get the image of your previous women out of my head. They lived here with you, shared this space …’ Her hand wafted around as if to prove her point, ‘… and as stupid as it probably sounds, that’s why I can’t live with you. It’s not about you, it’s about this apartment and its history.’


    Taking a moment to process her words I couldn’t help a frown deepening my brow. It was true other women had shared this space with me, but I never gave them a second thought now – how strange that Stella would dwell on it. ‘But you come here every week and you’ve never seemed bothered before,’ I stated, fairly sure that I was right.


    Shrugging, Stella lowered her eyes, ‘Perhaps not outwardly, but there’s a reason I always try and manoeuvre our time so that we’re mostly in your bedroom.’ Raising her gaze she looked directly into my eyes. ‘You told me you’d never taken another woman in there before me, that’s why I like it so much.’


    Wow. That was news to me, and it hit me like a punch to the stomach. ‘This is a little crazy, sweetheart, we’ve been together a long while now. Those women are in my past; they mean nothing to me.’


    Sighing, Stella nodded as her fingers absently played over my bare chest, ‘I know, and I also know that this is probably irrational of me, that’s why I never told you before, but I can’t help it, they always spring to my mind.’ Stella’s eyes narrowed as a look of distaste settled on her features. ‘For example, can you honestly tell me that I’m the only person you’ve had sex on this sofa with?’ My loud swallow spoke a thousand words. No, she was not the only woman I’d fucked on this sofa. I winced, in fact I think I’d struggle to count the number on women who’d been below me on this leather … not that I’d share that thought with Stella.


    Seeing my wince Stella sighed, ‘You see? I hate that thought,’ she grimaced, pushing herself upright as if the sofa was suddenly repellent to her. Standing, she began pulling on my discarded shirt for cover, leaving my arms feeling achingly empty as I sat up. ‘I’m sure I’m not the only woman who’s pleasured you on the kitchen table either? Or against those windows?’ Her voice was rising now, and although I did agree with her that it was a little irrational, it was clear that the thought upset her. ‘It’s too crowded here for me. I know that sounds stupid, Nathan, but that’s the reason, OK? I could never live here full-time and be happy, and I know your apartment is beloved to you so I guess we’re at an impasse.’ She smiled weakly at me. ‘Plus, you don’t have a conservatory,’ she added in a soft attempt at a joke, ‘I’ve always wanted to live in a house with a conservatory.’


    Even with her attempt at lightening the mood I found myself sat in stunned silence. Wow. This was a hell of a lot to take in. It certainly explained why Stella was always so keen on having sex in my bedroom though … I’d never thought much beyond the fact that the bed was big and comfortable, but clearly Stella had chosen the location for a whole different reason. Running a hand through my hair I licked my lips, unsure what to say next. Christ, so I’d have to move out if I wanted to live with her? Leave the first building I’d ever designed, the apartment that was hugely symbolic to me as not only the start to my new life, but also a final end to my abusive childhood? I’d designed this apartment when I was still living at home with my parents, long before I’d even qualified as an architect. It had been my way of releasing some of the tension I held inside me, and I’d poured out my frustrations and longings to escape into planning where I would live when I eventually did leave. In that sense, this place had been my refuge over the years, even before it had even become a reality – but on the other hand Stella was fast becoming my rock. Shaking my head to try and clear my thoughts I realised I was going to need to do some serious thinking to sort this problem out.    


    Turning to the left I raised my head and my gaze locked with Stella’s. I was expecting her to be annoyed at my hesitation, pissed off because my apartment meant so much to me, but to my surprise I saw a sympathetic smile on her face. Reaching her hand across she took mine and lifted it to her lips, kissing the palm. ‘I know what you went through to build this place, Nathan, and I totally understand why it’s so important to you. Let’s not rush things, OK? Maybe given time I’ll feel more at home here.’


    Even now, when it should be me making her feel better, Stella was still trying to look out for me. Shaking my head I smiled weakly. Her compassion never failed to amaze me. Drawing in a deep breath I remained silent, not yet sure what to say, so instead I stood up, scooped Stella into my arms, and carried her towards the bedroom, her only real haven within my home.


    Gazing down at her as I walked my eyes travelled over her features as she loosely draped an arm around my neck for support and rested her head on my shoulder. My chest tightened in that strange, warm way again. I cared for her so fucking much it hurt. Well, that was that question answered then … it looked like I’d be visiting some estate agents in the next few weeks.

  


  
    Three – Nicholas


    Pushing through the doorway to Rebecca’s bookshop I made my way inside, rubbing my hands together and glad to be out of the cold day. Just last week I’d been sat on the balcony of my brother’s apartment enjoying the sunshine, but it seemed like the change to October had brought with it near-torrential rain and sudden temperature drops, making it feeling much more like the start of winter.


    Weaving between the stacks of books that always seemed chaotic to me, but according to Rebecca were apparently completely ordered, I finally got to the counter and smiled at Louise, Rebecca’s assistant.


    ‘Hi, Nicholas, all set for this weekend?’ she asked with a knowing grin. Louise was in on my surprise  because I’d had to call her last week and check Rebecca’s intended shifts at the shop. Luckily, she was off for the entire weekend so I could carry out my plan without disrupting the other staff member’s shifts.


    ‘Yes, everything’s ready, is she out back?’ I asked, tilting my head in the direction of the small office at the rear of the shop. As much I liked Louise – she was one of Becky’s closest friends and also one of her bridesmaids-to-be – I wasn’t exactly one for small talk, so I was keen to find Becky and head off.


    ‘She is, go on through,’ Louise said, turning her attention to a customer who had just entered the shop.


    Making my way down the narrow corridor I had to dodge and negotiate several large piles of books and boxes, presumably new stock –  definitely not in any sort of order – before I came to Rebecca’s cosy office. When I say ‘cosy’, I’m being polite. In actuality her office is about the size of a broom closet, and that’s being decidedly generous.


    Poking my head in, I found Rebecca shoving her laptop into its bag before spinning to me with a huge grin on her face. As much as I might think of myself as a tough guy I just couldn’t help the way I reacted to my girl when she looked at me like that, and as was now the norm, I found myself reflecting her grin like a giddy teenager as I felt my heart start to thump a little faster in my chest. ‘All done?’


    Shouldering her laptop bag and grabbing a holdall Rebecca nodded. ‘Yep. I packed a weekend bag this morning like you told me to.’ Stepping forwards she wrapped an arm around my neck and pulled my head down for a quick kiss which sent a fire racing from my lips straight to my groin before she leant back and levelled a narrowed glance at me. ‘Are you going to tell me where we’re going now?’ I had no idea if Rebecca felt the same spark between us every time we touched, but for me, even after a year and a half, the thrilling effect hadn’t faded. I hoped it never would.


    Getting a grip on my runaway libido I tried to think with my brain and not my trousers as I smiled down at her. ‘Just for a nice weekend away,’ I replied vaguely, with a waggle of my eyebrows as I took the bag from her hand. ‘Come on, let’s head off and beat the rush hour.’


    Just over four hours later we arrived at our destination, Langdale Chase, a beautiful and exclusive country house hotel on the shores of Lake Windermere. Rebecca might not have known my exact destination as I drove, but being born and bred in the Lake District she had realised we were heading for Cumbria as soon as I’d turned off the M6 at junction 36, and had been giddy with excitement ever since.


    As I slowly negotiated the gravel driveway towards the hotel Rebecca drew in a gasp. ‘Nicholas, this place is beautiful,’ she murmured softly as she gazed out of the window while I parked the car. ‘I used to do a cycle route as a kid that took us past this hotel, but that’s about as close as I’ve ever been to it.’ Swivelling back around to me as I turned off the ignition I saw Rebecca frown, ‘It’s pretty exclusive here, Nicholas. I wish you’d picked somewhere a bit less pricy, that way I might not feel like such a freeloader.’ Watching as she nervously chewed on a fingernail I smiled and reached across to tug her hand from her mouth, pulling it to my own lips and placing a kiss on the tip. Lowering her hand I stroked her knee reassuringly and gave it a squeeze until Rebecca took the hint and met my calm gaze.


    ‘But this is my treat for you, Rebecca. I don’t want you paying for anything; that would defeat the point of it being my treat,’ I explained patiently, knowing that Rebecca was still a little uncomfortable with the amount of money that resided in my bank accounts. She had no reason to be, I knew she wasn’t after me for my money. After all, I’d seen her own bank statements – Becky had plenty of cash coming in from her business, she wasn’t as well-off as me perhaps, but none the less, she was more than comfortable.


    ‘Hmmm.’ She hummed a noncommittal noise in the back of her throat, but didn’t sound convinced and I found myself sighing heavily and drawing my hand back into my own lap. Rebecca might be a business owner, and a good one at that, but she was my girl, mine to look after and mine to treat to a night in a nice hotel if I bloody well wanted to. Not that a casual treat was entirely my motive for this trip, but Rebecca would find that out soon enough. Enough was enough, I might be softening up, but she still needed to know that I could and would take care of her if I damn well wanted. Swinging the car door open I fixed her with a firm look and saw her slightly flinch as she registered it. ‘Rebecca, stop overthinking everything. Just relax and enjoy yourself. For me?’


    At my exasperated tone I saw Rebecca’s eyes soften and she eventually smiled ruefully. ‘I’m sorry, Nicholas.’ Blinking several times, she exhaled a deep breath through her nose and then nodded towards the grand building. ‘I didn’t mean to be ungrateful, this place looks amazing. Thank you.’


    I had in no way intended for this weekend to start off with tension, so as I rounded the car to Rebecca’s side I calmed myself and rolled off my shoulders before opening her door and flashing my award-winning grin at her. ‘Come on, my beautiful girl. Let’s get inside.’ Glancing down at her again I saw her cheeks were pink and I grinned – I loved the way Rebecca flushed when I complimented her; it seemed to make her entire being glow with happiness. Happiness that I had caused, which in turn did stupidly soppy things to my own insides.


    Smiling shyly at me Rebecca took my extended hand and allowed me to assist her from the car as if I were a true bred gentleman and not some ex-loser fraud attempting to turn over a new leaf. Letting the warmth from Rebecca’s palm soak into my skin, I absorbed the tingles with a smile, pushed thoughts of my less than salubrious past aside and focused on the present. Quite simply, it was this woman and her gentle ways who had changed me so radically, and I couldn’t be more thankful for that fact.


    Taking her hand we began crunching over the gravel towards the impressive building, her thumb caressing the back of my hand and me probably squeezing her digits just a bit too tightly because of my anticipation. This was it, I’d get to tell Rebecca my secret soon. God, I hoped she was pleased. But I suppose only time would tell. Mounting the steps together we entered the beautiful wood panelled entrance hall and I felt Rebecca’s arm lag slightly as she paused to take in the impressive surroundings. After a brief glance around my eyes landed on the reception counter and as we approached I drew in a steadying breath, desperately hoping that the smiling girl there was the one I’d spoken to on the phone just as few hours earlier. 


    ‘Good afternoon, welcome to Langdale Chase.’ She beamed at us both before raising her eyebrows expectantly as her fingers hovered over the keyboard, waiting to check us in.


    ‘Good afternoon,’ I reluctantly released the warmth of Rebecca’s hand as I reached into my jacket pocket to retrieve my wallet. ‘We have a room booked in the name of Mr Jackson. Nicholas Jackson,’ I added. The girl’s eyes flicked to mine briefly and I saw a spark of recognition there. Quite apparently she was the staff member I’d spoken to earlier, and from the small smile now playing on her lips it was apparent she remembered my request to delay our check-in. Thank goodness for that, part one of my plan was slipping into place.


    As if on cue she clicked a few buttons on the computer keyboard and then frowned minutely. ‘I do apologise, Mr Jackson, your room isn’t quite ready yet,’ she said with an apologetic smile. Persuading the hotel to tell us our room wasn’t ready had actually taken quite some doing – apparently a fancy hotel like this didn’t keep its paying guests waiting for their rooms, even if it was for a good reason, but after explaining my intentions the manager had warmly agreed and handed me over to the receptionist so I could explain what I needed her to do.


    ‘It shouldn’t be too long. Would you would like a drink in the lounge? On us, of course. Or perhaps you’d like to make the most of the lovely afternoon and have a stroll around the house and gardens?’ The small smile and blink of her eyelashes would have looked completely innocent to most people, but seeing as I knew I wanted to take Rebecca around the house I couldn’t help but smile back at the girl conspiratorially.


    ‘That sounds like an excellent plan,’ I agreed, managing to suppress my smile as I turned to Rebecca and retook a hold of her hand.


    ‘Which would you rather? Drink, or wander?’ I asked, fairly sure that I knew her well enough by now to guess that Rebecca was inquisitive and liked to explore new places.


    ‘Let’s walk. My legs could do with a stretch after all that time in the car,’ Rebecca said, smiling at the receptionist and then stretching out her shoulders. Perfect, that was exactly what I’d hoped for.


    Nodding, we set off around the extensive property. The grounds were very impressive, and as we walked we passed beautifully tended beds one minute, and then wilder, wooded areas the next, but the most awe-inspiring thing was the lakeside positioning of this beautiful building. Wandering down to the water’s edge we had a great view over Lake Windermere and paused on a small jetty to watch the gentle breeze propel a small sail boat across the surface of the water. Rebecca glanced over her shoulder and then shuffled back a few steps so she was positioned in front of me with her back pressed up against my chest. Smiling to myself at her move I wrapped my arms around her and tugged her backwards even further so that not a scrap of space was between us and leant my head into the side of hers.


    Once we had lingered in our own little world for a few minutes we set off again, this time back inside the building where we set about a brief exploration of the house. Wandering through a series of wood panelled rooms, all a beautiful dark oak that seemed to have mellowed over time to a gorgeous warm caramel colour, we eventually came to a room which I immediately recognised. Smiling to myself I felt my heartbeat accelerate in my chest from anticipation. This was it, the moment was nearly here. This room was a little smaller than others we had passed through, but beautifully decorated, with a stunning staircase wrapping its way around one wall before curving down to the centre of the room. Behind the staircase was a series of huge picture windows, giving masses of light to the space and allowing almost panoramic views over the stunning grounds beyond.


    I felt a slight sweat break out on the back of my neck, I felt almost as nervous as the day I’d proposed. ‘This place is like something out of a fairy tale,’ Rebecca murmured softly as her gaze travelled up to the walkway and balconies that ran around the upper half of the room. As if in a daze she dropped my hand and made her way up the first few steps to gaze out of the window down towards the lake.


    I simply couldn’t wait any longer – it was as if a bubble had formed inside of me that had suddenly grown to such huge proportions that it was likely to burst at any second, and suddenly I found myself almost tripping as I charged up the stairs behind Rebecca and grabbed her hand. Seeing her look of surprise at my uncoordinated dash, I marginally reined myself in and paused to control my voice before asking the question I could no longer hold back. ‘Shall I book it, then?’ I asked, cocking my head to the side so I could fully absorb her reaction.


    Looking at me in confusion Rebecca frowned, ‘I thought we already had a room booked for tonight? The receptionist just said it wasn’t ready yet.’


    Allowing a smile to break on my lips I took hold of her other hand so that both were clasped in mine. ‘For our wedding. Would you like to get married here, Rebecca?’ I enquired softly, praying she said yes, because even with my significant bank balance the amount I’d paid as a deposit for this place would definitely be missed.


    My pulse was pounding as I waited for her reply, but the reassuring touch of her hands was keeping me grounded. Just.


    ‘I … I …’ Rebecca tried to speak several times, her eyes darting around the room again until they rested on me and I saw the first flicker of excitement mix with her stunned confusion. ‘What?’ she whispered, her grip on my fingers strengthening significantly.


    ‘I told a little fib, this isn’t just a weekend away. I wanted to show you this place as a potential wedding venue. What are your thoughts?’ I asked, my heart practically in my mouth by this point.


    Blinking at me several times with wide eyes I began to panic at Rebecca’s lack of response until suddenly she took me completely by surprise and hurled herself at me with an excited yelp. And I mean she literally threw her whole body up into my arms so she was clinging to me, legs wrapped around my waist, arms tight about my neck, and her face burrowed into my shoulder. Thank fuck that I was paying attention otherwise we might have both ended up falling down the bloody stairs, but as it was I caught her, adjusted my stance, and cradled her trembling body against mine as I lowered my lips to her hair and spoke near her ear. ‘Is that a yes?’ I asked as I inhaled her beautiful scent, ‘You like it?’


    Raising her face from my neck I saw tears welling in Rebecca’s eyes, but just as I was about to go into full panic mode I watched the most stunning smile curve her lips. ‘I love it, Nicholas, it’s amazing. You’re amazing.’ Seconds later her lips found mine and as she kissed me senseless I tasted her sweet, soft flavour mixed with the salt of her tears.


    As her tongue danced with mine Rebecca’s hands slid up my neck, ran through my hair, and even clawed a little at the nape of my neck. By the time she had finished laying that stunning kiss on me I had such an enormous hard-on that I winced as she brushed against me while I lowered her back to her feet. Grinning wickedly she then leaned in and cupped me through my jeans, giving my cock a warm, firm squeeze that very nearly finished me off there and then. ‘Rebecca,’ I warned in a low growl as she continued to rub me, making me swell even more, but she ignored my warning, licking her lips and simply continuing with her teasing touch. Catching her wrist in a firm grip I halted her mischievous hand and gently pulled her to my side whilst I adjusted my groin and then flashed her a rueful smile.


    Tipping her chin up I dropped one final firm kiss on her lips and then leant round to nuzzle her ear, now intent on some teasing of my own. ‘Just wait until we get to our room, Rebecca, I’ll make you pay for that little tease.’ My soft endearment and affectionate nuzzling must have briefly disguised my dark intent, because it took a second or so until Rebecca gasped and leant back with wide eyes as she bit down on her lower lip expectantly. ‘I’m going to get you so desperate for release that you’ll beg me to let you come,’ I added, my breath hot on her neck as I decided that I rather liked the idea of Rebecca begging and screaming my name in the elegant setting of this hotel. 


    Just to keep her on her toes I then completely changed tack and pulled back as if our lusty encounter had never occurred. ‘This room can seat fifty for the ceremony, I know that’s probably a little smaller than you were hoping for, but seeing as I have barely anyone I want to invite on my side it should help keep numbers down. Plus they have a larger room for the evening do so we can invite more to that.’ I watched in amusement as Rebecca attempted to reconnect her scrambled brain and get over her arousal to focus back on wedding plans.


    Swallowing several times she let out a shaky breath, smiled at me ruefully, and then nodded. ‘Fifty is fine. I know you don’t like the spotlight, so I was also thinking we’d keep it small.’ Spinning on the spot she looked up at me with a tiny frown forming on her brows. ‘This place is just perfect, I love it, Nicholas, but the chances of it being free in March are pretty slim,’ she murmured, sounding dejected. ‘That’s less than six months away, I bet this place gets booked years in advance.’


    ‘It’s already ours,’ I murmured, trying not to sound too smug and failing miserably.


    This time her face flew up to mine so quickly I was surprised she hadn’t hurt her neck. ‘What?’


    Rolling my lips I prepared for my confession. ‘I actually made a reservation the week after I proposed.’ Now it was my turn to look contrite. ‘I didn’t tell you then because I was worried you might think I was rushing things. I came to this place years ago to play at a wedding, they have a beautiful music room just along that corridor,’ I added, indicating in a direction we hadn’t explored yet. ‘As soon as you agreed to marry me I thought of this place. I know how much you love the Lake District and seeing as most of your family are up this way it seemed perfect.’


    Shaking her head I watched as more tears formed in Rebecca’s eyes as she gazed up at me. ‘I’m speechless,’ she snuffled, swiping the back of her hand over her eyes again in a pointless gesture as more tears immediately seeped down her cheeks.


    ‘I love you,’ she mumbled shortly before burying her head in my jacket and slipping her arms around my waist. Cuddling her to me I ran a hand up and down Becky’s spine as my eyebrows rose in surprise – I’d thought she would be upset that I’d booked it without consulting her first, but thankfully that didn’t seem to be an issue at all.


    ‘So what date do we have it? Saturday the twenty-ninth of March like we’d planned?’ she asked, excitement now replacing her tears as she stepped away from me with drier eyes and started to lightly bounce on the balls of her feet.



